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There was, however, one kind of mediaeval lyric certainly
associated with the dance. The usual name for this is the
Carole, a word which in the Middle Ages is applied both
to the song itself and to the dance to which it was sung.
The carole, like the non-narrative lyric, seems to have pre-
ceded the ballad everywhere in Western Europe. It was a
ring-dance, with a leader and a chorus. In the Middle Ages,
dancing was universal, and possible had a ritual origin. As
an observatio paganorum it was continuously attacked by
ecclesiastics from the seventh to the fifteenth century. Thanks
in part to the anathemas, we can reconstruct the manner of
dancing. The dancers, with linked hands, took three steps
in measure to the left while the leader sang a line or a stanza,
and this was followed by a marking time in place while the
whole company sang the refrain. A fourteenth-century
preacher writes: "Just as the cow which leads the others
into the fields carries a bell on its neck, so the woman who
sings first and leads the chorus carries as it were the devil's
bell bound to her neck", and another: "The chorus is a circle
whose centre is the devil, and all turn to the left."15

In the twelfth century, there was a particular craze for the
ring-dance, originating in France and spreading rapidly all
over Europe. The most famous legend to illustrate this craze
is that of the Dancers of Kolbigk, of which there is a version
in Robert Mannyng's "Handling Synne" of the fourteenth
century.16 A group of Christmas revellers came to dance in a
churchyard led by Bovo. They sent two girls, Merswinda
and Wibecina, to bring out the priest's daughter Ava to join
them. They linked hands and began the corolla (carole).
The priest cursed them, and their hands remained linked
together for a year while they danced non-stop. There is a
fragment of the fatal song which the dancers are supposed
to have sung, and its translation into Latin has something
of the rhythm of surviving French carole refrains:

Equitabat Bovo per silvam frondosam:
Ducebat secwn Merswyndamformosam;
Quid stamus, cur non imus?